together, like the pieces of a jig-saw puzzle, the anti-dramatic and the dramatic, the individual and the collective, and the aesthetic, objective, and subjective dimensions, so that each illuminates the others. The intratextual density of the play is therefore substantially greater than that of many of its more successful rivals for critical esteem.
The plot is simple. As the play begins, a terrified bourgeois family consisting of parents, daughter, and maid scrambles upstairs into an ugly apartment, carrying all its possessions. Already there, huddled in a corner, is "le schmurz," a limping, bleeding, bandaged figure. (A word coined by Vian's wife Ursula KUbler, "schmilrz" suggests the German Schmerz or suffering, and in the usage of Vian's circle, it referred to the perversity of inanimate objects).' Wherever the family moves, this creature is present, and whenever the parents become frustrated, puzzled, or elated, they beat and kick it savagely. Zenobie, the daughter, protests their cruelty. Repeatedly, she complains that they keep fleeing into ever more cramped quarters whenever a terrifying, mysterious noise is heard. She demands an explanation. Her parents are evasive. They start trying to get rid of her by arranging her marriage to the neighbor's son Xavier. She is disgusted with them and resists. In Act II they find themselves in a smaller, uglier room. Zenobie tries to return downstairs by herself, but le schmUrz bars the way.
Sympathetic to it, she tries to offer it a glass of water, but it knocks the glass to the ground. The maid resigns and departs. During the most recent flight, the neighbor's son Xavier has died or disappeared. Since only one room and one bed remain, Zenobie's parents send her out on the landing to ask for Xavier's bed. The terrifying noise begins anew; the door to the landing closes by itself, locking Zenobie out; her knocking on the door is heard, and then there is silence. The door will no longer open.
Act III begins with le Pere leaving his wife behind to die; he is too cowardly and selfish to descend to help her. He finds himself in a small attic room and starts a delirious monologue in which he tries to define his identity. He puts on his "reservist constable's" uniform, then removes it. Gradually he becomes aware that le schmUrz is a person, but le schmUrz does not react when le Pere shoots it, nor when le Pere tries to propitiate it with offerings. Unexpectedly, le schmtlrz collapses, obviously dead. A knocking is heard at the door. Le Pere straddles the window sill and stands on the ledge. He slips and falls. The hideous noise fills the room. Now 2 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 21, Iss. 2 [1997] , Art. 6 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol21/iss2/6 DOI: 10 The noise, as a figuration of the rumblings of revolt, is disquieting but not understood because the French don't know Arabic, the language of the colonized; because they do not encounter organized groups of the oppressed, since these groups, being illegal, must remain clandestine; because they do not negotiate with the oppressed; and because ultimately they cannot imagine that the oppressed could have a collective rational voice, since the Algerian natives are considered subhuman. When the noise is heard, it revitalizes le schmurz within the apartment, and freezes the Europeans until they bolt for safety. In terms of the anti-colonialist code, the disappearance of individual family members who become isolated from the group-Xavier, Zenobie, la Mere-evokes terrorism, picking off arbitrary European victims one by one. The normal reaction of indignation that one would expect among the survivors does not occur in Vian's play: the Absurdist and the psychoanalytical codes entail that the European family members lack solidarity.
In this play, the conventional dramatic structure appears to hinge on Zenobie, the daughter, whose tag-name, "strange life," suggests her alienation or, more accurately, since hers is a given name, her parents' alienation from her. Their fear versus her will to live creates the basic conflict of the play. Its rapport between the ego (Zenobie) and the remainder of the super ego (le Pere). She criticizes her husband's discourse when it becomes too incoherent or irrelevant, which happens particularly whenever Zenobie (who embodies memory and lucidity, who defines the self in relation to its past and to its physical and social settings) is not present. Vian introduces the Mother to mediate between the super ego and the ego, and Cruche to mediate between the super ego and externality. Then the loss of intercommunication between the formerly interactive parts of the psyche-in other words, a psychotic break-can be dramatized.
The nightmarish qualities of the play result from the absence of a clear sense of time; from a frequent impression of "déjà vu," suggesting behavior dominated by unconscious impulses and by the repetition compulsion; from the absence of all colors (they suggest freedom, joy, variety, life, etc.), except in the speeches where Zenobie recalls her past. The only progression is that of flight (provoked by a foreign, mysterious force) and of a movement from terror (dread of a distant or invisible entity) to horror (dread of a visible, physically proximate entity); and in the growing absurdity and dislocation of the conversations. As the behaviorist B. F. Skinner once put it, to be able to observe is to be able to predict is to be able to control: in literature, a verbal universe, conversations represent people's tools, their attempts to exert their will. Here words do not catch hold; they are mere toys, so the characters using them are disoriented, powerless, helpless, and lacking in rational explanations for what is happening to them. And the repetition compulsion here is not merely comical or neutral: it betrays a failure to adapt, which leads to death.
Despite the play's absurdist strategies, one can identify a conventional dramatic structure consisting of five successive move-ments (exposition, noeud, crise, moment culminant, denouement).
Its cohesion is masked because the focus of the action shifts from one character or group to another. I shall attempt to recuperate dramatic cohesion by seeing all the family members-in terms of one of the play's three codes-as aspects of a single person. The exposition is the initial situation: Zenobie is at odds with her parents. Without a rational explanation, they repeatedly flee upstairs when le bruit becomes sufficiently loud. They find themselves in eversmaller quarters. Zenobie in contrast wants to try to go back downstairs, to find more space, eventually to be able to go outdoors. The noeud or complication consists mainly in conflict with her parents and in their hypocritical attempts to get rid of her. They mask this desire ostensibly by reaching out to the neighbors, whose son is Zenobie's age, in hopes the two young people may be married, leaving the parents with more room and less responsibility. In the crise (in dramatological terminology, the moment of decision that precipitates a crisis), she is sent out on the landing to ask for the neighbor's recently dead son's bed, since "les enfants doivent se sacrifier pour leurs parents" 'children must sacrifice themselves for their parents.' The climax occurs when she disappears after having tried desperately to come back inside; as we shall see, her absence makes la Mere no longer necessary, and she disappears too. In the denouement le Pere flees upstairs to a final room, having abandoned his wife during his flight (although he convinces himself it is she who has abandoned him) and finds himself alone with le schmtirz. His isolation compels him to an attempt at self-justification and self-definition. His recognition that it is a living being, followed by his awareness that he has killed it, obliges him to disappear as well. In response to insistent, menacing knocking on the door, he straddles the window frame and then slips and falls, presumably to his death.
The repetitions reveal that the parents' desired plot, escape, and Zenobie's desired plot, return, will fail. The unrecognized, inevitable plot is their destruction. It is the ineluctable presence of le schmiirz (in Acts I and II, the definite article reveals it as a known, permanent feature of the family ecology) that prevents one from interpreting the play as merely a banal family drama. To be sure, the breakdown of communication in absurdist dialogue implies social satire by exposing the dysfunction of the family unit. The five characters composing this community also represent parts of a single psyche undergoing disintegration. To ascribe such a meaning to 6 Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 21, Iss. 2 [1997] Cruche offers a practical objection-"ton Ore a bouche l'escalier" `your father has blocked the stairs' (41)-whereas le Pere refuses even to acknowledge the possibilities of going back downstairs, of remaining on the same floor despite the noise, or of finding oneself trapped in a dead end if one continues to flee upstairs (47-49). Zenobie herself represents the part of the ego that calls into question the automatic judgments of the super ego and contains the capacity for relatedness to others. It is she who badly misses the phonograph ("pick-up") and radio they used to have: the songs she played represent music (a rhythmic, harmonious noise, emblematic of a happy relationship with others, as opposed to the terrifying, unidentified "Bruit" that drives them away) and the voices of others; her exchanges of records with Xavier created social bonds outside the family. Situated in time, unlike the timeless unconscious, she recalls the past, and her friends Xavier and Jean, a good dancer. (49) The automatic nature of his responses, inherited from the self's acculturation but never examined, can be illustrated by a well-known anecdote about baked ham. A certain family always prepared a large ham for Easter, and the mother always cut off the small end before putting it into the oven. One day her daughter asked her why she did so. "My mother always cut the end of the ham," the woman said. By chance, the grandmother was also there for the holiday, and so the grand-daughter asked her why she had always cut the small end off the ham. "Our oven wasn't big enough to take a whole ham," the grandmother replied.
La (i.e., through analysis, which puts us into rapport with the unconscious, a compromise between its demands and those of ego-consciousness may be reached).
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When Zenobie's memories of the past, and her questions about it, become too pressing, when she insists that she is not dreaming "tout eveillee," as la Mere claims, in recalling and wondering about Jean, la Mere decides that the parents should distract her. Le Pere sees such distraction as part of an upbringing that will preserve the unconscious super-ego structures despite the ego's increasing contacts with society as the self matures:
II est vrai que les parents, autant qu' il est en leur pouvoir de le faire, ont pour role de former leurs jeunes enfants et de leur donner une education telle que le contact avec la vie reelle qui les guette au sortir du nid familial se produise de facon insensible et douce sans les blesser le moins du monde.
It's true that parents, to the extent possible, have the role to train their young children and to give them the right education so that contact with the real world that lays in wait for them when they leave the nest takes place gently and doesn't wound them in the least. (50) As the parents, wishing to rid themselves of Zenobie, recall their own marriage as an encouraging example for her to go out on her own, their access to specific memories (uncharacteristic of the super ego) shows Vian's shift from the psychoanalytic to the bourgeois critique code. He will expose the hypocrisy at the basis of marriage, the cornerstone of family structure and middle-class values.
Zenobie leaves the room unnoticed as the parents' reconstruction is going on; they now represent what one could call the social super ego, the collective imperatives of our society. Marriage, their account makes clear, is based on repressed lust and materialism:
Mere.-Moi, de mon cote, timide et rougissante [the hypocritical social mask], encore qu'en reality je susse, car mes parents etaient des gens modernes, a quoi m'en tenir, . . . une epousee du jour ne pense qu'au petit truc."12
The mother: I, for my part, [was] timid and blushing, although in reality I knew, for my parents were up-to-date, what to expect, . . . on her wedding day, a bride thinks only about doing it. (53) The double ceremony-the civil performed by the mayor, the religious one performed by the priest-is doubly flawed. First, it beto-kens a society insincere in its protestation of the primacy of religious values; second, neither the gay mayor nor the celibate priest is involved in the activity, marriage, that their official functions sanction.
The materialism underlying the union is ludicrously underlined by the "cinq quetes" (passing the hat five times, during the marriage, to collect money for the young couple). Le Pere remembers them keenly and recalls the wedding party's excessive eating ("On s'est gorges" 'we stuffed ourselves') while as he eats food brought by Cruche. Materialism itself is insincere; it has its own hypocrisy, for the bride's parents provide not champagne, but rather, a less expensive sparkling wine: they are "radins" 'cheapskates' (55). Ignorant of contraception, the newlyweds have Zenobie nine months later, as she sarcastically observes when she returns, knowing she was an unwanted child.
At this point Cruche re-enters the room, insults le Pore, underlines the purely financial basis of her relationship with the parents, and declares her intention to leave. Only she is free to come and go as she will; once she has gone, all hope of the collective self's reestablishing contact with reality is lost. As Zenobie's vitality fades, she answers in a "voix morte" 'in a dying voice,' while Cruche takes over her role of aggressive questioner. (57) It is as if Zenobie as an ego-function were being weakened by the imminent loss of Cruche, her coping faculty. Zenobie refuses to sleep with le schmtirz alone; when her parents suggest she sleep in their room, she suggests having that room to herself. Neither arrangement, however, will be possible. The door to the other room has stuck fast. Zenobie reacts by momentarily imitating Cruche's synonymy as a virtual coping strategy.
She is now doomed, however: unless counterbalanced, the super ego will always choose to sacrifice the ego, the mind's connection to reality, rather than itself. Zenobie's declaration that she is ill renders this situation metaphorically. She Vian's stage directions offer two different possible endings. The first emphasizes the psychoanalytic, and the second, the anticolonial code. Either noise and darkness invade the set, and the self disappears into madness; or else, as well, the door opens and schmUrzes appear in the entrance, and the colonized again possess the territory stolen from them. Thus Vian provides both a topical and a relatively timeless significance to his play. Again, at the end-
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Studies in 20th & 21st Century Literature, Vol. 21, Iss. 2 [1997] , Art. 6 https://newprairiepress.org/sttcl/vol21/iss2/6 DOI: 10.4148/2334-4415.1425 ing, when le Pere "glisse et tombe en hurlant" (81), we assume in reading that he has fallen outside to be broken on the stones 30 meters below, especially since the stage directions for Act III stress that the window gives the impression of great height. That reading goes with the choice of an interpretation in the subjective mode, in which darkness floods over the stage as all rational consciousness ends in death, madness, or both. But, as Vian allegedly suggested to his English translator, one could equally well suppose from a strictly lexical point of view that le Pere, failing to escape, has fallen back inside (Rybalka 204) , at the mercy of the entering party of schmiirzes. This is the interpretation in the objective mode, according to which the colonial oppressor must finally pay for his crimes. The French audience of 1959 overlooked this interpretive possibility because its implications hit too close to home.'5 The drily humorous, tacit indeterminacy with which Vian tricks us into a one-sided interpretation in the subjective mode at the end of the play keeps him true to his `Pataphysical heritage and to the traditions of the Theater of the Absurd. '6 Notes
